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Maria Agnesi Activity
Dr. Cynthia Huffman, Pittsburg State University
Overview: This activity was originally created for a Women in Mathematics course to provide students with a small
taste of some basic mathematics connected to the work of Maria Agnesi. The activity has the students look at some
of her work in algebra and calculus (optional). It could also be used in other courses, such as history of math, a
general education mathematics course, high school or college algebra, and calculus.

Public Domain, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Maria_Gaetana_Agnesi.jpg

1. The image below is from Agnesi’s Analytical Institutions.
a. Looking at the mathematical notation (and not worrying about the words being in Italian),
write the problem in modern notation.

b. What is a translation of the Italian word “elidono”? (Feel free to use a translation app or
program, such as Google Translate.) Does this fit what is happening with the mathematics?
What do you think would be an appropriate translation?
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c. John Colson was an Englishman who learned Italian so that he could translate Agnesi’s work
Analytical Institutions into English. Below is the same selection, but from Colson’s English
translation of Agnesi. How did Colson translate “elidono”? What do you think of his
translation?

2. The image at the top of the next page is Colson’s translation of Agnesi’s instructions for
solving certain quadratic equations. Apply Agnesi’s formula to solve the following quadratic
equations. Check that the values are solutions of the given quadratic, either by plugging back in
or by re-solving using the modern quadratic formula.
a. x 2  2 x  8

c. x 2  6 x  4

b. x 2  3x  4

d. x 2  x  5

3. Look again at how Agnesi derived her formula for solving a quadratic of the form
x 2  2ax  b2 in the image above. Then solve this quadratic by the method of completing the
square. What do you notice?

4. (Requires Calculus I knowledge.) At the time of Maria Agnesi, the definition of a function
had not yet been formalized. So, people often worked with curves in the plane rather than
functions as we do toady. When one needed a derivative for an application such as finding a
tangent line or determining a maximum or minimum, implicit differentiation would be used.
Below is a problem from page 60 of Volume 2 of Colson’s translation. Notice he is using a dot
above a variable to mean its derivative, which is Newton’s notation, and he talks about fluxions
rather than derivatives or differentials. Why would Colson be using Newton’s notation? Do you
think the Agnesi’s original Italian used the same notation? (To find out, see the images on the
next page.) Restate and solve the problem as you would expect it to appear in a Calculus
textbook today.

__________
Images in this activity are courtesy of the Linda Hall Library of Science, Engineering & Technology and
used with permission. The images may be downloaded and used for the purposes of research, teaching,
and private study, provided the Linda Hall Library of Science, Engineering & Technology is credited as the
source. For other uses, check out the LHL Image Rights and Reproductions policy.

